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What do we know about the Chancellors of Australian Universities? 
ABSTRACT 
This research attempts to explore the key social characteristics and demographics of  
Chancellors to determine who these people are and where they come from. 
The Chancellor of an Australian university wields an enormous amount of power, from 
overseeing the appointment of the Vice-Chancellor (VC) to fulfilling various statutory 
requirements. Chancellors instil corporate values and they are pivotal to effective university 
governance and ‘owner’ representation. Yet few have academic backgrounds. 
 
Chancellors are more than figureheads and ceremonial leaders and as such can have a 
significant impact on their individual universities and even on the higher education sector 
overall. The research presented here demonstrates that it is possible to construct a reasonably 
accurate profile of the typical Chancellor, based on factors such as occupation, age, academic 
field, gender and the undergraduate university that was attended. This research also mirrors 
similar research, undertaken by the authors, regarding Australian VCs. 
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Introduction 
 
The thirty-nine universities in the Australian higher education system have assets in excess of 
$30 billion and in 2005 received more than $7.5 billion or 57% of their funding from the 
Federal Government. In 2004, there were over 944,977 students enrolled in courses and the 
universities employed approximately 87,658 staff (DEST, 2005a, 2005d). 
 
In recent times universities have been marketised, unified, privatised and corporatised. Their 
internal cultures have also changed and education is now considered by some researchers to 
be a trading commodity. Funding has been reduced, competition has increased and Australian 
universities now more closely resemble private-sector business organisations (Marginson and 
Considine, 2001; Maringe, 2005; Winter and Sarros, 2001). 
 
The last ten years has been characterised by government-led change, based on principles of 
competition, globalisation, an increasing focus on international students and neo-liberal 
philosophies. Australian universities are under increased pressure to act as platforms for 
economic growth, environmental sustainability and social stability through intellectual 
leadership (Pratt and Poole, 1999; Price, 2005; Selvarajah, 2006; Thomas, 2004). 
 
These pressures have caused universities to react to increasing external pressures by 
redefining their direction, purpose, processes and the way they interact with their 
communities. Even traditional areas such as research are being revisited as universities face 
new challenges to produce original research and commercialize it. The expression ‘publish or 
perish’ is now a reality as universities adopt a commercial focus on their broadening range of 
activities. These changes cascade from the top of a university and eventually impact upon all 
staff. (Pratt and Poole, 1999; Sarros, Gmelch and Tanewski, 1997; Slaughter and Leslie, 
1997; Zhao, 2004). 
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Atop the university hierarchical pyramid is the Vice-Chancellor (VC) or Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) who is ultimately responsible for performance, funding and achieving strategic 
goals. The CEO reports to the Council or Board of Directors which oversees governance, 
appoints the VC, fulfils legislative requirements and is the ultimate authoritative body 
(O’Meara and Petzall, 2005). 
 
The Chancellor is the person who chairs Council as well as the selection panel which appoints 
the VC. While the VC seeks agreement from Council on strategic imperatives and activities, 
the Chancellor is the key interface between Council and the university senior executive and 
management. Moodie and Eustace (1994, p92) identify an important role of the Chancellor , 
as follows “ Should the Vice-Chancellor become unbalanced or some other private scandal 
occur, the value of a distinguished, disinterested, yet concerned, head in whom to confide 
could be great, especially to the chief actors who cannot advertise their difficulties.”  
 
An example of this role was demonstrated in 2002 when Jerry Ellis the Chancellor of Monash 
University met with the Vice-Chancellor David Robinson and the two agreed that, following 
claims of plagiarism, the VC should step down from his role. 
 
Thus, given the importance of universities to the Australian and global communities,  
Chancellors are central to, and become key determinants of, successful university 
performance. This research focuses on the role of the Chancellor and attempts to answer the 
following questions: 
1. What are the backgrounds, qualifications and experience of chancellors? 
2. What skill bases do they bring to the role? 
3. How are potential chancellors identified? 
 
The research is important because of the pivotal role the Chancellor plays in a university. Yet, 
despite the importance of the Chancellor, there is surprisingly little known about the people 
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who undertake these roles. In many cases Chancellors are high profile leaders within the 
community but we do not know precisely what qualities are sought in potential Chancellors or 
the skill bases they bring to university governance. 
 
The Chancellor 
In Australia the role of Chancellor is created by relevant university legislation. An example of 
this is the Victoria University of Technology Act 1990 (now Victoria University). Section 7 
of the Act creates the role of Chancellor while Section 15 states that the Chancellor shall 
‘preside over the Council’. While other sections prescribe the tenure of the Chancellor, 
pecuniary interests and how the incumbent may resign there are no other references to what 
the incumbent actually does (Victoria University of Technology Act, Section 15, page 9). 
 
Moodie and Eustace (1994) state that the absolute requirement of a Chancellor is public 
honour. This is seen as critical as the person must be impartial, honest and committed as they 
continue a high profile public life. It is also useful in times of crisis when the Chancellor 
needs to be seen as distinguished, honourable, impartial and able to act in the best interests of 
the institution. This is also reflected in the private sector where wisdom and integrity are 
considered necessary for board members to be effective. Questions arise as to who these 
people are, where they come from and what qualities or attributes they need in order to be 
appointed to the role of Chancellor (Cutting and Kouzmin, 2002). 
 
If one accepts the argument that the modern university now resembles a private sector 
organisation and the VC is the CEO then it follows that the role of the modern Chancellor is 
similar to, or the same as, that of a chair of a board in the private sector. Similarly, if 
universities have indeed been corporatised and the role of the Vice-Chancellor is equivalent to 
that of a private sector CEO then it is appropriate to include research into private sector board 
chairs and use this as a source of comparison with the role of Chancellors. The lack of 
research data on Chancellors means that data relating to private sector chairs of boards is the 
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only available data that can be used (Marginson and Considine; 2001, Maringe, 2005; 
O’Meara and Petzall, 2005; Winter and Sarros, 2001). 
 
Chancellors have a variety of backgrounds and they need not be academics but they are 
expected to provide leadership of Councils and help the university achieve its strategic 
imperatives and goals. Incumbents at this level tend to be highly internally motivated and gain 
a degree of satisfaction from leading and achieving as well as being recognised as adding-
value to the organisation. Thus, given the size, complexity and direction of Australian 
universities and the challenges they face, appointees must have a proven performance-based 
background (Bennis, 1999; Rowsley and Sherman, 2003). 
 
If universities do tend to mirror private-sector organisations it is useful to note that boards and 
their chairs need to understand the processes and infrastructure associated with the ‘core’ 
business as they oversee the strategic direction of the organisation and are responsible for 
CEO succession. However, as universities seek to access greater amounts of external funding 
and compete for limited and declining federal funding, they seek high profile leaders who are 
politically savvy with established networks both within the private sector and governments. If 
deregulation of the sector continues then future Chancellors may require very different levels 
of skills, experience, knowledge and networks from those required by current Chancellors 
(Sharma, 2004; Sinclair, 2003; Wiersema 2002/3). 
 
Those Chancellors with a formal qualification would, in part, understand the ‘core’ business 
of a university, the provision of education. However, as formal qualifications tend to be 
gained early in life much of their knowledge of higher education (HE) may be dated. In this 
case incumbents would only have knowledge of HE from a student’s perspective.  
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The US National Association of Corporate Directors undertook a survey of members and 
identified nine areas where it was considered that board performance could be measured. It 
identified nine areas of common board responsibilities. These were: 
1. Board/CEO relations 
2. Corporate Governance 
3. Regulatory compliance 
4. Executive compensation 
5. Risk oversight 
6. Relations with shareholders/owners 
7. Mergers and acquisitions 
8. Strategic planning 
9. CEO succession 
As universities become corporatised the role of the Council takes on more of the functions 
listed above and therefore the Chancellor requires similar skills to a chair of the board in the 
private sector (Collier, 2004). 
 
Coulson-Thomas (2004) argues that successful boards are those where the attitudes and 
approaches of board members positively influence organisational performance. Such boards 
address strategic and development issues and provide clear direction, achievable goals, 
measurable objectives and a distinct vision.  
 
More recent research suggests that private sector chairs of boards need to be pro-active, 
provide moral integrity and balance contrasting internal and external demands. The Chair 
sets the tone for the board and hence the other board members take their cue from that 
incumbent. Similarly, university councils have external members who do not have academic 
backgrounds and therefore rely on the Chancellor for direction and guidance. This also 
suggests that Chancellors need similar competencies as those of private sector chairs of 
boards. However, If the Chancellor does not have an academic background either then it is 
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likely that he or she will rely heavily on the VC for advice (Kakabadse, Kakabadse and 
Barrett, 2006). 
 
In this context the Chancellor is a leader and must therefore exhibit both personal and 
professional leadership characteristics. Successful leaders are considerate and in terms of 
professional leadership they provide direction, implement and manage a systematic process to 
achieve common goals and coordinate such activities. In terms of personal leadership, leaders 
have expertise in relevant areas, they have the trust of their colleagues, they share 
information, are seen to care about the input of others and provide a moral code of conduct. 
They add-value to their organisation or university (Mastrangelo, Eddy and Lorenzet, 2004). 
 
While a formal qualification is not a requisite for the role of Chancellor, the personal traits 
and characteristics are of primary importance if the incumbent is to be effective. This is also 
the case in the private sector where incumbents are expected to solve complex problems, use 
initiative, be flexible and persuasive and achievement driven. They must also have excellent 
interpersonal and communication skills, be strategic thinkers and have a vision. In the private 
sector, board tenure is dependent upon performance as is the tenure of CEO’s (Adams, 2004; 
Boyett, 1996; O’Neal and Thomas, 1996). 
 
The decline in tenure of Chancellors mirrors the decline in tenure of VC’s. It can be argued 
that at least part of the reason for the decline is similar. The decline in the tenure of VC’s can 
in part be explained by the increased level and rate of change in Australian higher education. 
 
 This change came about through changes in government policy, increased size, complexity 
and focus of universities, reduced recurrent funding, competitive bidding processes for 
limited funding and the introduction of managerialism. However, the increase in the number 
of universities has created a larger pool of VCs, deputy vice-chancellors and pro vice-
chancellors from which to draw potential VCs. This in turns allows universities to more 
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frequently seek VCs with different skill sets to meet the changing needs of universities 
(Bradley 1995, North 1994, Trow 1994). 
 
Another factor impacting upon the tenure of Chancellors is the fact that they either have full-
time, high profile positions elsewhere or have recently retired from them. The role of 
Chancellor is not a full-time position and this allows incumbents to take on this role in 
addition to their usual roles or following retirement (Moodie and Eustace 1994). 
 
Australian universities provide equal employment opportunities for males and females. 
However, there are few female Chancellors. The Director of the Equal Opportunity for 
Women in the Workplace Agency stated that the majority of Australia’s top 300 companies 
did not have any female representatives on their boards. She also stated that less than seven 
percent of the directors of both public and private companies are women (Krautil, 2000). In 
part this may explain why there are fewer women appointed to the position of Chancellor. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
The sample 
The sample for this research consisted of the Chancellors of all Australian universities from 
1960 to 2005 in five-year increments from 1960 onwards until 2005. This allowed for any 
longitudinal trends to be identified over that forty-five year period. The sample therefore 
consisted of ten Chancellors in 1960 and had increased to 39 incumbents by 2005, mirroring 
the growth in the number of universities. 
 
The year 1960 was chosen as it separated the older group of eight universities from the post 
war universities. The post 1960 period had the greatest increase in the number and diversity 
of Australian universities. 
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In order to be included in the sample, incumbents had to be named as Chancellor of one of the 
institutions designated by legislation as a university within Australia in the years specified. 
This requirement excluded institutions such as the Australian Maritime College and the 
Australian Defence Force Academy. 
 
Data Collection and analysis 
Data was gathered using public-domain material only. This included material such as media 
releases, Who’s Who in Australia (1960-2005), university archives and other bibliographic 
sources. Thus, there was no need for ethics clearance or the use of confidentiality agreements. 
Data was gathered from multiple sources and was triangulated in order to ensure 
completeness, accuracy and the validity and reliability of the material. 
 
Previous research, culminating in a Ph.D thesis in 2002 allowed the principal author to survey 
and interview both current and former Chancellors, Vice-Chancellors, executive recruitment 
consultants and members of the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC). In this 
instance, approval was gained from the Deakin University Ethics Committee to conduct 
interviews and to distribute questionnaires to all incumbents.The research presented is 
qualitative rather than quantitative in nature and follows the characteristics outlined by 
Bogdan and Biklen (1982, page 27): 
1. Qualitative research has the natural setting as the direct data source and the researcher 
as the key instrument. 
2. Qualitative research is descriptive. The richness of words and pictures is valued 
above numerical data. 
3. Qualitative researchers are concerned with process rather than simply with outcomes 
or products. 
4. Qualitative researchers tend to analyse their data inductively. 
5. ‘Meaning’ is of essential concern to the qualitative approach. There is focus upon 
participant perspectives. 
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FINDINGS and DISCUSSION 
 
Age, tenure and gender 
The research outlined earlier suggests that Chancellors would be experienced professionals 
who have achieved success at senior levels within their respective careers. It also suggests 
that incumbents would need time to acquire the requisite knowledge, experience and skills for 
the role and would therefore be appointed at an advanced age. This is supported by Table 1, 
which shows a mean age of 61.5 for incumbents in 2005 (Cutting and Kouzmin, 2002; 
Moodie and Eustace, 1994). 
 
A slight decline is most noticeable in the 19th Century group of universities except for 1985. 
This year was skewed by the appointments of Sir Roy Wright and Dame Roma Mitchell who 
were in their early 70’s when appointed. 
 
By 1965, five new universities had been created but this had little impact on the mean age in 
that year. However, in 1970 the appointment of a younger generation in the Early 20th 
Century cluster commenced with the appointment of Sir Lawrence Jackson at age 55. Sir 
Lawrence was a Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Western Australia and Chancellor of 
the University of Western Australia from 1968 to 1981. 
 
The appointment of Eric Neal as Chancellor of Flinders University in 2002 at the age of 78 
tended to skew the mean age of the New Institutions cluster in 2005, however there were two 
other Chancellors in their 70’s as well. The mean age, which is greater than the VC 
equivalent, suggests that to be considered for the role incumbents need at least to be in their 
mid- fifties in order to have the requisite skill, knowledge and competencies. 
Table 1. 
The mean age when incumbents became Chancellor (years) 
Year 19th C Early 20th Post War New Post 1988 Mean 
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2005 58.6 60.0 62.3 65.2 61.6 61.5 
2000 59.5 64.5 62.0 60.6 63.6 62.0 
1995 62.0 58 62.0 62.9 63.3 61.6 
1990 61.25 62.5 62.75 56.77 63.5 61.3 
1985 68.75 56.0 62.75 55.63 - 60.8 
1980 63.25 55.5 62.75 60.8 - 60.6 
1975 60.75 55.0 62.75 61.0 - 59.8 
1970 63.0 59.5 62.75 60.16 - 61.3 
1965 64.75 63.0 63.75 - - 63.8 
1960 65.25 63 63.25 - - 63.8 
 
The mean tenure of VC’s declined from 13.3 years in 1960 to 7.2 years in 2000 and Table 2 
shows a similar decline in the tenure of Chancellors to 2005. The figures presented for 2005 
are cumulative to the end of that year however and it is anticipated that some incumbent 
Chancellors will continue in their roles beyond that year and so increase the mean. The 
gradual decline in the tenure of Chancellors may reflect the need of universities to seek 
incumbents more frequently with a greater range of competencies imposed by both internal 
and external pressures. These pressures include the need to identify new markets and new 
ways to deliver educational services in a highly competitive global environment However the 
changes recently introduced legislative changes by state governments may also account for 
some decline in tenure (Bradley, 1995; North, 1994, Trow, 1994). 
 
Further, the increased pressure on the role of Chancellor may be sufficient to cause more 
frequent turnover. It may also reflect the perspective of universities trying to introduce people 
with fresh ideas. It is also not uncommon to find that a VC and Chancellor leave a university 
within a short period of time of each other, which highlights the importance of the 
relationship between them. An example of this is RMIT where the Chancellor, Don Mercer 
and Vice-Chancellor, Ruth Duncan, left within a relatively short time of each other. This also 
occurred at the University of Ballarat where the Chancellor, David Caro, left in late 2004 and 
the Vice-Chancellor, Kerry Cox moved on in early 2006. 
Table 2 
Mean tenure of incumbent vice-chancellors (years) 
Year 19th C Early 20th Post War New Post 1988 Mean 
2005 4.5 8.5 6.0 6.2 3.5 5.74 
2000 7.75 8.5 8.5 10.5 8.5 8.75 
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1995 9.5 11.0 8.0 10.8 7.7 9.4 
1990 13.5 7.5 13.75 9.5 6.75 10.9 
1985 10.5 8.0 11.5 8.7 - 9.68 
1980 9.75 10.5 11.25 8.25 - 9.94 
1975 11.5 13.0 7.25 8.8 - 10.14 
1970 10.5 13.0 7.25 7.2 - 9.5 
1965 12.0 10.5 8.25 - - 10.25 
1960 13.5 10.5 7.75 - - 8.03 
 
The first female Chancellor was Dame Roma Mitchell who, at the age of 70, was appointed to 
the role at the University of Adelaide in 1983. It is significant that Dame Roma was appointed 
at that age but it is also equally significant that she was appointed to the third oldest university 
in Australia. The next two female appointments were in 1988 at two of the “New’ institutions. 
 
In 2005, there were 10 female VCs and three Chancellors in Australia. This is consistent with 
the datum provided by Krautil (2000) that illustrates there is an insufficient number of women 
in senior roles especially in the business sector. This, in turn limits the number of women who 
can be seen as valid candidates for the role of Chancellor. 
Backgrounds of Chancellors 
The data presented in Table 3 shows that incumbents need not come from an academic 
background but they do need to understand the nature of academic work. However, the data 
does show that incumbents come from high profile positions that require people who can set 
and achieve high-level results. The significant number of incumbents with backgrounds in 
Law reflects of the need for Chancellors to fulfill a legislative role (Sharma, 2004; Sinclair, 
2003; Wiersema, 2002/3). 
 
The more recent increase in incumbents from a business or industry background 
reflects the corporatisation of universities from the late 80’s and early 90’s and the need for 
an incumbent Chancellor to have experience in large, complex organizations. These people 
can demonstrate they are achievement driven, are highly motivated and have a record of 
achievement and performance ( Bennis, 1999; Rowsley and Sherman, 2003). 
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Table 3 
Role of incumbents immediately prior to current appointment (%). 
 
 2005 2000 1995 1990 1985 1980 1975 1970 1965 1960
Academic 18 20 20 10 5 10 - 6 20 10 
Legal 13 16 24 50 65 60 44 38 30 20 
Politics - - - - - - 6 6 - 30 
Public 
Service 
26 8 12 10 10 5 14 25 20 20 
Engineering - - - - - - - - 20 20 
Industry 43 56 44 25 15 10 18 19 10 - 
Pastoralist - - - 5 5 5 - - - - 
None Listed - - - - - 10 18 6 - - 
N 39 39 39 27 19 19 16 16 10 10 
 
 
Table 4 shows that the majority of incumbents have been publicly recognized for their 
outstanding achievements and rewarded accordingly. Interestingly, the table shows that in 
many cases incumbents have received multiple awards such as an Australian Honour and an 
Honorary Degree.  
 
This tends to confirm that incumbents are achievement driven, motivated and possess the 
personal and professional leadership skills required for such high-powered roles. In 2005, 14 
incumbents held the role of Chair of the Board, CEO or Director while others had held roles 
such as Governor, Deputy Premier, Judge and Vice-Chancellor prior to being appointed to the 
role of Chancellor.  
 
High profile roles similar to these were also common in earlier times. Incumbents  need to 
demonstrate high-level management and leadership competencies to be successful in these 
roles. This also adds weight to the argument that the role of Chancellor is the equivalent to the 
chair of the board in the private sector and show that the incumbent requires the same skills 
(Adams, 2004; Boyett, 1996; Collier, 2004; Coulson-Thomas, 2004; Kakabadese, 
Kakabadese and Barrett, 2006; Mastrangelo, Eddy and Lorenzet, 2004; O’Neal and Thomas, 
1996). 
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In 2005, 25% of incumbents had undertaken a business degree while 16% had a background 
in either Law or Science. These three areas have dominated the major academic fields of 
incumbents from 1960 onwards. 
 
Table 4 
Honours and awards of incumbents (%) 
 
 2005 2000 1995 1990 1985 1980 1975 1970 1965 1960 
Knighthood 5 15 19 40 70 65 63 82 90 80 
Other 
Imperial 
award 
- - - - - - - - - 10 
Australian 
award 
71 67 50 30 - 15 12 12 - - 
Honorary 
Degree 
31 46 41 35 25 45 32 44 30 20 
None 
Listed 
- 23 31 30 30 20 25 6 10 10 
N= 39 39 39 27 19 19 16 16 10 10 
 
 
Formal qualifications 
While it is not necessary for a Chancellor to have a formal qualification, Table 5 shows that 
the majority of Chancellors have attended an Australian university. This is consistent with VC 
patterns.  They are more effective if they have local knowledge and experience. The majority 
of Chancellors have attended one of the ‘Group of Eight’ universities or the oldest and 
therefore most prestigious Australian universities. This pattern is also apparent in the 
universities attended by VCs. 
 
In 2005, 37% of incumbents had a doctoral qualification and 11% had a Masters degree in 
their chosen field of study. These incumbents would have a stronger grasp of the theoretical 
underpinnings of their area. It would be expected that those undertaking a higher degree in 
business would be exposed to higher-level leadership and management theory, which would 
complement their practical experience and allow them to pursue a career in senior 
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management. Incumbents with a higher degree would also appreciate academic processes, 
rigour and university activities. 
 
The perspective adopted by Moodie and Eustace (1994) was that the Chancellor needed to be 
a person held in high regard with a record of achievement and performance. This view is 
supported by the data in the tables which show that the majority of incumbents have an award 
of some type and/or an honorary degree. In some cases Chancellors have both; thus the 
figures given do not add to 100. 
 
Table 5 
Undergraduate University attended (%) 
 
 2005 2000 1995 1990 1985 1980 1975 1970 1965 1960 
Sydney 21 13 22 25 15 25 18 25 10 20 
Melbourne 8 21 18 20 25 15 24 25 30 20 
Adelaide 5 10 5 - 25 10 12 19 30 20 
Tasmania 3 - 3 10 - - - - - 10 
QLD 11 18 13 20 10 10 6 6 10 10 
W.A 5 3 5 10 5 5 6 6 10 10 
Other 
Aust 
13 5 8 - - 5 - - - - 
Total 
Aust 
66 70 74 85 80 70 66 81 90 90 
Oxford 3 3 - 5 10 5 - - - - 
Cambridge - - - - - 5 - - - - 
Other UK 3 10 16 5 - - - - - - 
Other O/S 3 3 10 - - - - - - - 
Total O/S 9 16 26 10 10 10 - - - - 
Not listed 25 14 - 5 10 20 34 19 10 10 
N= 39 39 39 27 19 19 16 16 10 10 
 
 
The need for domestic knowledge, experience and contacts is also apparent in the data 
presented in Table 6, showing that the overwhelming majority were born in Australia. Further 
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analysis shows that all Chancellors resided in Australia prior to their appointments (Sharma, 
2004; Sinclair, 2003; Wiersema, 2002/3). 
 
It should be noted that it was not uncommon for Chancellors from the 1960’s to have attended 
both an overseas and domestic university. The most common overseas university attended in 
these instances was Oxford. 
 
Table 6 
Country of birth of incumbents (%) 
 
 2005 2000 1995 1990 1985 1980 1975 1970 1965 1960 
Aust 79 82 81 90 90 95 100 100 70 60 
UK 13 13 3 5 10 5 - - 30 20 
Other 
Common 
wealth 
5       - 11 5 - - - - - 20 
Non -
Common 
wealth 
3 5 5 - - - - - - - 
N 39 39 39 27 19 19 16 16 10 10 
 
Discussion 
 
The tables presented in this research provide an insight into the backgrounds, qualifications 
and experience of Chancellors. While it would appear that a formal qualification is not 
essential it would appear that the knowledge, competence and high-level experience gained 
from other sectors of the community and business is important. It is possible that this 
knowledge and experience complements and builds upon formal qualifications to provide a 
well-rounded person. The recognition of this through the award of honours tends to highlight 
these people and make them readily identifiable within the community.  
 
The recognition of excellence can be used to identify suitable candidates for the role of 
Chancellor. Many potential candidates are also members of major metropolitan clubs, 
sporting groups and societies and therefore mix with VCs, senior academics and members of 
governments. This socialising and networking creates opportunities to determine if particular 
individuals are interested in taking on this prestigious role. 
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Typical Chancellors are persons in their late fifties or early sixties, with formal qualifications, 
and have been recognised by an Australian award and possibly an Honorary Degree. The 
incumbent would have had a high profile, senior position such as Chairman, CEO, Director, 
Judge, Governor or Vice-Chancellor. The person would probably be a male, born in Australia, 
and have studied Business, Law or Science at one of the ‘Group of Eight’ Australian 
universities. 
 
The skill bases required by Chancellors are considerable. The typical Chancellor would need 
a proven record of performance, self motivation, and personal and professional leadership at 
an executive level. The person would have a vision for the future and the interpersonal and 
communications skills necessary to effectively communicate that vision to others so that the 
desired outcomes could be achieved. 
 
By bringing the top achievers into the role of Chancellor, universities ensure they acquire the 
best contemporary skills and experience that allow them to meet the specific challenges they 
face. The universities engage in a type of continual improvement, as leaders in the current 
political, social and economic climates bring new skills to undertake successful strategic 
approaches. However, the question arises as how effectively universities target potential 
Chancellors and how well they access and maximise these skills, knowledge, experience and 
leadership. This question cannot be answered here. 
 
Conclusion: 
This research has outlined some of the key demographics and social characteristics of the 
Chancellors of Australian universities and allows a glimpse into the lives of incumbents. 
While the majority of incumbents are high profile individuals little is known about what the 
job of the Chancellor actually involves. Outside of the ceremonial and figurehead role, one of 
the few documented functions of Chancellors is their importance in the selection of VCs  
(O’Meara and Petzall 2005). However, it is possible to create the profile of a typical 
Chancellor based on the research presented  
 
 
There is a pathway for suitable individuals to move through their chosen career to a point  
where they are considered as a candidate for the role. Thus, while there have been changes in 
the demographics of Chancellors in respect of factors such as the age when they were 
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appointed, their backgrounds and educational qualifications, it is still possible to identify high 
profile individuals who may, at some stage, be appointed Chancellors if they wish to serve in 
this capacity. 
 
This research has given a brief overview of the demographics of Chancellors. However, much 
more research needs to be undertaken in order to better understand these individuals and the 
various roles they play in universities. The role of the Chancellor allows incumbents to ascend 
to a hidden throne, Chair of Council, where they preside over universities, their councils, 
governance issues and CEO’s. As incumbents have so much impact upon Australian higher 
education, much more research needs to be undertaken into these individuals and their roles.  
A key question is how well universities match their needs with the skills of potential 
Chancellors and how well they utilize these capabilities.  
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